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      This book is dedicated to the women in my life who have fought and kicked breast cancer’s butt. Jo and Di, you inspire me with your courage, poise, and positivity.

      
        
        To all the women who have survived breast cancer

        YOU ARE A LEGEND.

        If you’re in the middle of your own battle—

        YOU’VE GOT THIS!

      

      

      
        
        To all the women and men who read this story …

        CHECK YOUR BOOBIES!

      

      

      Thank you, Di, for sharing your particular experience with me as I was working to ensure Emma’s story reflected the reality of Ductal Carcinoma In Situ. I appreciate the candor with which you answered my numerous and personally invasive questions. You’re the best, lady!

      Everyone’s journey with breast cancer is different. This story shows one woman’s journey; her experiences and feelings are completely her own. What I would like you to take away from this story is that you must always be vigilant about your personal health.
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        Tip of My Tongue … Diesel

        Moves Like Jagger … Maroon 5 with Christina Aguilera

        Happy … Pharrell Williams

        All Woman … Lisa Stansfield

        Scars to Your Beautiful … Alessia Cara

        Can’t Stop the Feeling … Justin Timberlake

        Your Body is a Wonderland … John Mayer

        Steal my Kisses … Ben Harper and the Innocent Criminals

        Daughters … John Mayer
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        https://tinyurl.com/stolenkisses-spotify

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            –kenny–

          

        

        
          
            [image: kiss]
            [image: kiss]
          

        

      

    

    
      “Happy birthday, Kenny,” Dad says as he takes the cup of steaming hot coffee from my hands. Wrapping me securely in his arms, he kisses my forehead. “I can’t believe you’re twenty-one, Munchkin,” his voice cracks as he whispers.

      “Thanks, Dad.” I return his hug, smiling into his chest. His familiar scent and embrace make me feel safe. I’m not sure why he still calls me Munchkin, but his silly nickname for me stuck—a little, secret part of me loves that he still uses it.

      Mom wanders into the room, a huge smile on her gorgeous face. She pulls on Dad’s arm. “Outta my way, I need to wish my girl happy birthday.”

      Dad releases me with a wink, stepping aside to give Mom space. She wraps me tight in her embrace. “Happy Birthday, Kenny. It feels like it was only yesterday that you scared the hell out of me while I was weeding my front garden.”

      “You mean spying on your new neighbor.” I wink at her. She told me when I was old enough to understand about boys why she was weeding in the front garden the day we moved in—so she could get a glimpse of her new neighbors.

      I don’t really remember that day, but Mom and Dad enjoy reminding me about the time I gave Dad the shock of his life on the very first day I started living with him. Apparently, Mom wasn’t very impressed with his parenting skills, not realizing we’d technically only just met.

      “What time do you want to leave for breakfast?” Dad takes a sip of my coffee.

      Checking the time on the oven, I calculate how long I’ll need for a shower and to get dressed. “Maybe in an hour? Is that okay?”

      He nods. “Yep. I’ll let Dad and your brothers know what time to meet us.” He kisses my forehead again as he leaves the room to make the calls.

      Mom takes my hand, giving me a warm smile. She knows today is always an emotional one for me. Since I was old enough to understand what it meant to lose my mom, I’ve always felt her loss deeply on special days. “How are you feeling?”

      I squeeze her back. “I’m okay. I’ll always miss her, especially on these special days. But I’m okay. Thanks for checking in on me.” She gives me a side hug, kissing my cheek. My memories of Mom are what I’ve pieced together from photos and stories Dad and Pappoús have shared with me. What I do know is that she would have been so incredibly happy that Emma came into our lives and that she became the mother I needed.

      “Always.” She steps back, making herself a coffee. “Mmmhm. That first sip in the morning is heaven, isn’t it?” I nod in agreement. “Your mom would be so proud of the young woman you’ve grown to be. I know I’m proud of you and all that you’ve achieved.” She gives me a bright smile. “I need to shower and dress so we can get to those delicious pancakes.”
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        * * *

      

      Pancake Paradise hasn’t changed a single bit since we first started coming here when I turned five. It may seem silly and juvenile to still be coming here for my birthday breakfast, but I have the best memories of this place. Pappoús, Austin, and Lachlan are already in a booth waiting for us. These are my people and it fills my heart to bursting that they’re all here with me this morning.

      Pappoús is the first to greet me with one of his bear hugs. “Happy birthday, Kenny.” He kisses both of my cheeks before cupping my face in his hands. “You’re looking beautiful. Twenty-one looks good on you.” He winks at me.

      Austin wraps his arms around my waist from behind, lifting me off of my feet. “Happy birthday, Sis.” I laugh at his typical antics.

      “Put me down, you giant!” I giggle. He returns me to my feet. Turning around, I wrap my arms around him. It’s been a while since I’ve seen him and I swear he’s grown taller in that time.

      “I’m far from a giant. It’s not my fault you’re so short.” He rests his elbow on my shoulder to prove his point.

      “Cut it out!” I push him away and he moves over to say hi to our parents.

      “Uh, happy birthday, Kenny.” Lachlan moves in to hug me, patting my back lightly before pulling away quickly. I see him more often because he comes to the house every day to work in Dad’s workshop with him.

      “Thanks, Lachlan.” He steps to the side, hugging Mom and shaking hands with Dad. We all situate ourselves in the booth as Pappoús and Dad place our orders. We all have our standard orders each time we come here, so they know exactly what we want.

      They return to the booth and slide in. “So, what did you get for your birthday?”

      I look at Pappoús incredulously. He knows I never get gifts until we get home. “Nothing yet, Dad’s probably been too busy to get to the store.” I wink at him. It’s a bit of a running joke since he pretended to forget to buy me a birthday present the first year I celebrated my birthday with him. Only he hadn’t forgotten. He’d made me a gorgeous dollhouse, which I still have.

      Dad scrapes his nails through his short beard which has more salt than pepper through it. “I knew there was something I was supposed to do last week.”

      Emma laughs. “Stop being so mean. You do this to her every year.”

      He leans across, kissing the side of her head. He’s always kissing and touching her in some way. It’s so incredibly sweet that after all of these years, they’re still so affectionate with each other. Her eyes close as a serene smile touches her lips.

      Our breakfast arrives and my unicorn pancakes are slid across the table to land in front of me. I’m the only one at the table with the kiddy pancakes and I don’t even care. I love this dish and have done since I was five, so I don’t see any point in changing it. After all, it’s the reason we’re still coming here for my birthday breakfast on my twenty-first.

      As I look around the table at my family, my heart feels full and I can’t hold back my smile. These people have given me so much love and support over the years. I’m extremely grateful for each and every one of them and what they give to me in their own special way. They’ve been constant in my life—all of my greatest memories include these people.

      We finish our breakfast and leave the restaurant together. Mom kisses Dad and says goodbye to Pappoús, before coming up to me. “The boys and I will see you at home. Okay?”

      “Okay. We won’t be too long.”

      “Take as long as you need. We’ll be waiting.” She kisses my cheek and then steps away. Austin and Lachlan both hug me and then head for their cars, taking Mom with them.

      Dad, Pappoús, and I climb into Dad’s new truck so we can make our way to the cemetery. This is what we’ve always done and I’m certain it’s what we’ll always do. In the past, we’ve invited Mom and the guys to join us, but they wanted me to have this special time with my mother as our original family unit.

      “You know, this is one of your last letters? The only ones left are the letters for your college graduation, when you marry, and when you have your first child.” Pappoús twists slightly in his seat as he speaks to me.

      My heart sinks. “I know.”

      I can’t help but feel the loss of my mother as the last letters loom. Not that I’m even remotely close to getting married—I don’t even have a boyfriend. So it’s not going to happen anytime soon. It’s the thought of never opening another letter from her. That final link that’s keeping her alive in my mind will be gone. I’ve read over her letters time and again, committing each one to memory. As much as I look forward to receiving each one on my birthday, I can’t fathom the toll it must have taken on her to write them for me in her last months. It was the most beautiful gift she could have ever given me.

      We exit the truck and the three of us make our way toward Mom’s final resting place. It’s a tranquil spot, right beside Yaya beneath the shade of a beautiful Jacaranda tree. It’s lovely here at the end of spring with the grass covered in a blanket of purple. The breeze is warm as I lower myself to the grass, while Dad busies himself cleaning around the headstones. He does this every time we come here. We place the peonies and gardenias Pappoús bought before breakfast in the vases on each grave, then we sit in quiet contemplation for a few moments.

      Dad raises his butt from the grass, reaching around to his back pocket. He pulls out one of my final letters, holding it up in front of me. “Are you ready, Munchkin?”

      I release a heavy sigh and nod. “Yeah.”

      “You want to read it this time?”

      “Nope.” My answer is always the same. I’ve never read my mother’s letters until Dad reads them to me for the first time. I don’t know why I still ask him to read them to me here, only that it feels like it’s what Mom would have wanted.

      He nods, already expecting my answer. Carefully, he runs his finger under the seal, opening the envelope before pulling out the letter. I swallow the lump in my throat and I notice Dad’s doing the same. I know he still feels incredibly guilty that he wasn’t here for Mom in her final months. That he let us all down. He looks at me with a half-smile, before dropping his eyes to the sheet of blue paper.

      “Alright then …

      
        
        Happy Birthday, Gorgeous Girl

        You’re 21 today! 21!

        I’m so excited for you to begin your life as an adult, to experience everything life has to offer a bright young woman such as yourself. If you’re anything like me, you’ll be ready to hit the bars and nightclubs and spread your wings, sharing fun times with girlfriends.”

      

      

      Pappoús huffs out a laugh with a twinkle in his eye. “Your mom used to sneak out of the house to go to nightclubs before she turned twenty-one. She thinks I didn’t know, but I knew a lot more about what went on than she thought.”

      “Did you ever ground her for it?”

      He waves off my question. “What would have been the point? She’d have worked out another way to go out with her friends. She wasn’t hurting anyone.” He shrugs with a faraway look in his eyes.

      I look back at Dad. “What would you have done if I’d done that?”

      “I would have grounded your ass.” He gives me a wink and I laugh at the fierceness in his tone.

      “I do not doubt that you would have done that. Aren’t you lucky I prefer to stay up late with my Kindle?”

      He leans forward pressing a kiss to my forehead. “I consider myself extremely lucky to have you as my daughter, Kenny. You’ve made me proud every single day.” My heart swells at his words. I’ve never had to wonder if I’m loved because I’ve felt it and been shown every day of my life. “You ready for me to keep reading?”

      I nod. “Yeah.”

      
        
        “I’m struggling with what I can possibly say to you that I haven’t already said in previous letters. I wonder if we would have been close as you grew up, or would your teenage years have seen us grow apart as so many children and parents seem to do. I would like to think we would have been great friends at this point. That we would have stayed up late talking about boys and all of your plans for your future. I hope you’ve had that Kenny. That you’ve had a woman in your life that spent special time with you.”

      

      

      Dad’s eyes rise to mine and I know he’s thinking about all the times Mom and I spent shopping or sitting on the back deck reading the latest book together. The times Mom consoled me after a boy broke my heart or I had a falling out with the girls at school. I’ve often wondered the very same thing. Would I have had all of those things with my mother? Dad gives me a half-smile, returning to the letter.

      
        
        “I don’t know what you’ll decide to do as your career, but I hope whatever it is fills your soul and puts a twinkle in your eye. I hope you wake each day looking forward to what’s to come and that you feel excited to get out of bed. I hope you go to sleep each night, satisfied with your life.”

      

      

      “Well, I certainly have that in spades. I love my job and the work I do. Working with people to help make their homes and workspace comfortable and stylish as well as practical.” I get excited thinking about my current projects.

      “Your mom would definitely be happy to know you landed on your feet with your job. You worked damn hard to get that position. You deserve it, Kenny.” Pappoús pats my hand which is resting next to his on the grass.

      “We’re all proud of your hard work and determination to get the job of your dreams.” Dad drops his eyes back to the letter.

      
        
        “As for love. I wonder if you’ve found that special person yet? I hope you find a man or woman who loves you for every beautiful part of you, inside and out. Don’t accept anything less, Kenny, because you’re worth everything and so much more.

        If they don’t love and respect you for the person you are, you need to walk away—don’t settle. Never settle for anything that doesn’t make your heart pound and free the butterflies in your stomach. When you find it, grab it, fight for it, and never let it go. Because, Kenny, it’s oh so rare and oh so magical.

        I had it once, but I let it go thinking it wasn’t what I wanted. But I did. I did want it. I was scared. Scared of what loving someone that much would do to me if something ever happened to them. I watched my father lose the love of his life and I couldn’t bear to go through something like that, so I pushed my love away. Not once did I imagine that I would be the one to leave loved ones behind.”

      

      

      I look at Dad and Pappoús with raised brows. Neither of them has ever mentioned any of this to me. “Did you guys know about this?”

      They both shake their head in the negative. “Nope, but it probably happened after I moved east.”

      “I’m not aware of your mother falling that much in love with anyone.” He almost looks sad. “It breaks my heart that losing her mother stole the opportunity she had to share a beautiful love with someone.”

      I wrap my arm around him as he gets lost in his head for long moments. He looks at me shaking his head, bringing his thoughts back to the present moment.

      “You can’t feel bad for her choices, Pappoús. She had her reasons and it sounds like she made a happy life for herself.”

      “You know the happiest time of her life was when she found out she was pregnant with you. She glowed throughout the pregnancy. And when you were born … well, she was ecstatic. She was a great mom to you. So devoted to your every need. You were what made her the happiest in her life.”

      My pappoús’ words profoundly touch my heart. It feels like a warm blanket wrapping around me, filling me up with love and warmth. A tear slides down my cheek and he reaches up to wipe it away.

      Dad clears his throat. “Maybe that’s why she told me in her letter to me to be happy. Not to let past hurts stop me from future possibilities. She told me that if someone special were to capture my attention, I was to never let her go. It’s why I pursued Emma for a second chance after I messed up the first time.” He smiles, almost to himself.

      “I’m so glad you did that. You know what my birthday wish was when I turned five?” I smile at him.

      He shakes his head. “No. You’re not supposed to share your wishes.”

      I laugh softly. “Well, I think it’s okay to share now. I wished that Emma would be my mommy. I was so happy when we moved into their house and then they moved in with us. Even more so after you adopted me and asked her to marry you.”

      His eyebrows shoot up his forehead. “Really? Well, I’ll tell you something. The day you called Emma, Mommy, for the first time meant the world to her. Neither of us was surprised because you loved her and her boys so much. It was like we were all meant to be one big family.”

      I smile, nodding. I don’t remember deciding to call her Mommy, it just slipped out one day and I kept doing it.

      “Should I keep going?”

      “Yes, please.”

      His eyes drop back down to the paper, he sucks in a breath and continues.

      
        
        “I hope you live each day with love and hope in your heart. Make the most of each and every day. Value and appreciate the people in your life and let them know you love them. Fill your days with everything you love and make goals that fulfill your dreams.

        Kenny. I don’t want to bring you down on your birthday, but I need you to do something for me. I’ve already made your Uncle Theo promise that he will ensure this happens, but I want to implore you myself. Please, Kenny. Please get tested for the BRCA1 and BRCA2 genes. I was tested and found to be positive for BRCA1. I don’t know if Yaya carried the gene, but obviously, breast cancer runs in our family. If you’ve never thought about it before, I beg you to think about it now. I don’t want you to go through what Yaya and I have gone through. Please have the test and do whatever needs to be done as a result of that test to ensure you have a long and healthy life.”

      

      

      Dad’s oceanic eyes raise to mine. “I was going to speak with you about this next week. I didn’t want to bring it up on your birthday. But I think it would be a good idea to do the test. It’s a simple blood test and you get the results back within a few weeks. However, the decision is entirely yours.”

      I look at Pappoús. His eyes are glassy as he clasps my hands in his. “Please consider having the test.”

      I nod. “I will. I’ll book an appointment when I have time next week. Promise.”

      They both blow out a heavy breath and thank me, Dad’s eyes dropping back to the paper he holds in his shaky hands.

      
        
        “I love you, Kennedy Olivia Drivas. Live your best life knowing that I’m watching over you. Always.

        Love you more than all the butterflies,

        Mom

        kiss, kiss, hug, kiss, kiss, hug”

      

      

      My nose tingles and I blink rapidly, trying to keep the tears burning at the back of my eyes at bay. The tears can’t be stopped and they’re too much to contain, dropping over my bottom lashes to roll down my cheeks. Two of my most favorite men in the world move in, wrapping me in their arms. They hold me until my tears settle. I dig into my purse looking for tissues, but Pappoús hands me his handkerchief before I can lay my hands on them, so I can clean myself up the best I can.

      Dad holds out a small box. “Your mom wanted you to have this gift on your twenty-first birthday.”

      I take it from him with shaky hands and carefully open the sky-blue tissue paper. This is the second gift I’ve received from beyond the grave. Opening the box, I find a pair of earrings to match the necklace Mom gave me for my high school graduation. Gorgeous diamond studs with an elegant silver drop cage containing ruby hearts. The filigree work on the drop cage is stunning and I can’t wait to put them on; I wish I was wearing my necklace today. I remove the earrings I’m wearing, so I can put my gift on straight away, then take a selfie on my phone to see what they look like.

      “Oh my gosh, I love them so much.” I hold my hair out of the way. “What do you think?”

      “They look beautiful on you, Kenny.”
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      “Hi, Dr. Peterson.”

      “Hello, Kennedy. It’s nice to see you. How’s the family?” The smile on Dr. Peterson’s face is bright and welcoming as he gestures to one of the chairs opposite his desk.

      Taking a seat, I get comfortable. “They’re all doing great. Thanks.”

      “Good to hear. How can I help you today?” He folds his hands one on top of the other as he directs his full attention to me.

      “Uh, well … you know how my mother passed when I was small.” He nods. “I recently received a letter from her for my twenty-first birthday requesting I get tested for the BRCA1 and BRCA2 gene.”

      “Why did she request you do that?” His eyebrows draw down over his eyes.

      “She died from breast cancer and so did my grandmother.” His eyes widen as he nods. “My uh, Dad. Sorry, biologically he’s my uncle, was tested for the gene some years ago and he came back negative.”

      “I’m pleased you’ve come to find out about the genetic testing. I would highly recommend you have it done considering your family history. I’m not practiced enough with the genetic counseling you’ll require, so I’m going to recommend you see Dr. Starling. She’s one of the best in the city.” He types something on his computer and my phone vibrates. “I’ve sent her details to your phone. She gets very busy, so you may have to wait a little while for an appointment, but she’s fantastic. Very thorough and knowledgeable in her field.”

      I swallow down the excess saliva pooling in my mouth. “Thanks, Doctor. I’m honestly nervous about the whole process. I believe it’s a blood test. Is that right?”

      “Yes, that’s right. But Dr. Starling will work through a series of questions with you first. She’ll speak with you about the possible results and the next steps you can take depending on what the tests show. The actual test is painless. You don’t need to worry about that. They’ll take a sample of your blood and send it off for analysis.”

      I nod slowly. “That doesn’t sound too bad, I guess.”

      He stands and comes around to sit on the front of his desk. “Having the test and arming yourself with this knowledge is powerful, Kennedy. It will allow you to make the necessary decisions for your health. It is much better to know so you can be prepared and proactive than it is to not know and maybe be underprepared for a possible issue.”

      “I know. The logical part of my brain tells me it’s better to be informed.” I wipe my sweaty palms on my jeans. “It’s always been in the back of my mind. Mom’s letter forced the issue, I guess.”

      He gives me a warm smile. “Moms have a habit of doing that, even from beyond the grave.”

      I chuckle. “Yeah. Crazy, huh?”

      “Nope. She loved you so much, she’s still looking out for you. A mother’s love is such a strong and powerful thing. It’s almost tangible.”

      I nod. I agree wholeheartedly, I’ve felt my mother’s love every single day. Dad and Pappoús have made sure to keep her memory alive and well. It feels as though I’ve grown up with her. “Thank you, Dr. Peterson.”

      “You’re most welcome, Kennedy. Please let me know how it goes. I’m happy to help you in any way I can.” He presses away from his desk and I stand, dragging my purse strap over my shoulder.

      “I will. Bye.”

      “Bye, Kennedy.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Mom’s sitting in one of the rocking chairs on our front porch. I know she’s waiting for me because that’s what she does. She’s always been there for me; I couldn’t have asked for a better mom if I couldn’t actually have my own. Taking a seat in the other chair, I sit for a little while absorbing her love for me.

      “Dr. Peterson recommended I see a genetic counselor. He thinks it’s a good idea to go ahead with the test.”

      “Did he recommend anyone in particular? You know your dad did the testing when you were young. You could always see the same lady.” She places her coffee cup on the table between us.

      I pull out my phone to check I have the right name. “Yeah, he suggested I see Dr. Starling.” I look at Mom.

      She smiles. “That’s who your father saw. She’s lovely and very supportive.” Leaning forward in her chair, she places her hand over the top of mine. “Are you okay? This can be a lot to deal with.”

      I suck in a deep breath. “My mind’s been spinning since my birthday.” I look at the woman who’s supported me, loved me, guided me when my own mother couldn’t. The woman who had to fight her own battle with breast cancer. “It’s always been at the back of my mind since I was old enough to understand the implications of Mom and Yaya both dying from breast cancer. In the past couple of years, I’ve done a little research, but I sort of brushed it off. You know?” Mom nods, giving me a tight smile. “I guess the letter dredged it all up and she was so insistent about getting tested that I’m now actually worried about it.”

      “Oh, Ken.” Her smile drops, she opens her mouth, then closes it again. “It’s tough to be in your situation. You don’t have to have the test right now. You have time. What is it you would like to do?”

      “That’s the thing. I know it’s better to have the test so I can be proactive. I’m scared that if it comes back positive, which let’s face it, it probably will … I’m scared of the decisions I’ll have to make then. Will I need to have a mastectomy, possibly have my ovaries removed?” Mom squeezes my hand, grounding me.

      “You can’t think that far ahead yet. Just take it one step at a time. The results may come back negative, and you’ll have done all of this worrying for nothing.” She stands, pulling me up with her, wrapping me in her motherly embrace.

      I know she’s right, but it’s hard to switch my mind off. “I know. It’s easier said than done, though. How did you manage, emotionally, when you found out about your cancer?” I was so young; I wasn’t privy to any of the feelings or even how she dealt with the situation. I only remember her in the hospital and I was scared she was going to die, too. We both sit back in our rocking chairs.

      I love these chairs. I used to sit for hours on this front porch doing my homework in these chairs.

      Mom sighs, blowing her bangs out of her eyes. “I was a mess. It came so out of the blue and it wasn’t something I was expecting. I was shell-shocked because nobody in my family had ever had breast cancer.” She gives me a soft smile. “I cried a lot when I first found out. I felt as though the breasts I’d always loved had become the enemy and I wanted them gone.” She looks out to the street and then back to me. “Your dad and I were on a ‘break’ when I found out, but once he was back in my life, he gave me an incredible amount of support and really helped me come to terms with the changes that my body had been through.” She reaches across, squeezing my hand. Holding it in hers as she looks at me with compassion and understanding. “We’re here for you, Kenny. Every single step of the way. I hope you know that?”

      I smile at her. “I know that, Mom. It wasn’t even a question in my mind.”

      We stand again, hugging. The screen door opens and closes behind me. “Everything okay out here?” Dad’s concerned voice reaches me as his hand glides down the length of my hair.

      Mom and I pull away, giving each other a wink, and holding onto each other’s hands a little longer. “Yeah. Mom was helping me work through my feelings about having the genetic testing done.”

      Dad looks between the two of us, his eyebrows drawn tight, causing wrinkles to form between his brows. “I had the test not long after Emma went through her surgeries. When I was researching her form of breast cancer, I came across a website that talked about men getting breast cancer. It was never something I’d thought about. With Mom and Anna having had it, I thought I should get tested. It came back negative. You know, yours may come back negative, too.” He strokes down my back in a soothing motion. “But no matter the result, we’re here for you. Anything you need, Munchkin.”

      He pulls me into his arms. Wrapping himself around me, protecting me, and keeping me safe from everything. If only he could protect me from a possible future with cancer.
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      Sitting in Dr. Starling’s waiting room, I can’t stop my hands from shaking no matter how hard I squeeze them together. I know I won’t find out the results today, but tell that to my nerves.

      “Kennedy Drivas.” A smartly dressed woman with graying hair calls from the doorway. Dad and I stand at the same time to meet the doctor.

      I smile as I step forward, though it probably comes out more like a grimace. “That’s me.”

      “Hello, Kennedy. Please, follow me.” She turns, walking down a short hallway and we follow quickly behind her. Stopping at a doorway, she stands to the side, gesturing us to step inside. I’m concerned she’ll be able to hear my heart beating as I pass her.

      Her eyes land on Dad. A smile crosses her lips as she closes the door and strides toward her large oak desk. “Mr. Drivas, it’s so nice to see you again. How are you going?”

      “It’s nice to see you too, Doctor. I’m doing well, thank you.”

      She sits down in a comfortable-looking chair, then turns her focus to me. “Kennedy.” She smiles, looking over the top of her glasses. “I believe you’re thinking about undergoing genetic testing to see if you have inherited the BRCA1 or BRCA2 genes. Can I ask why?”

      I look at Dad, swallowing down my nerves. He gives me a short nod and a wink to encourage me. I go on to tell her about my mother’s letter and her request for me to be tested. I also explain about my mother and Yaya’s breast cancer.

      “Okay, so your mother …” She points to me. “… is your sister?” She points to Dad. “Do I have that right?” Dad nods to confirm. “Which means your Yaya, is your Dad’s mother.”

      “That’s right. Biologically, Dad is actually my uncle, but he adopted me after my mother gave him guardianship of me in her will.”

      Dr. Starling nods. “Okay. Now if I remember correctly, your mother and grandmother both had metastatic breast cancer. The most severe of all breast cancers. Your mother tested positive for the gene, but your grandmother was never tested.” She looks at me. “Is that correct?”

      “Yes, Doctor. That’s the information I have.” I nod, twisting my hands together.

      “I can understand why you would like to undergo testing and I fully back your decision. However, I need to make some statistics clear. With your mom having the BRCA1 gene, there is a fifty percent chance that she passed it on to you. You need to remember that on the flip side, there’s a fifty percent chance that she didn’t pass it on. Without your father’s genetic history, we don’t know whether he was also a carrier of the gene.” She leans forward across her desk. “Do you understand?”

      On a shaky exhale, I nod. “Yes, Doctor. I understand.”

      She looks down at my file. “You’re twenty-one, correct?” I nod. “I usually recommend waiting until you’re closer to twenty-five as this is when things begin to change with your medical management.”

      “I understand that from my research, but I’d really like to know sooner rather than later if I can.” I swallow around the lump in my throat.

      “Of course. It’s ultimately your body and your decision. If your test comes back positive for the gene, your chance of developing breast or ovarian cancer within the next ten years is zero point seven percent. This makes you seven times more likely to develop these cancers than women of the same age as you. Beyond that, your chances increase to 26.6%, which is approximately two and a half times higher than other women your age.” My hearing becomes muffled with her statistics and she sounds more like a grown-up from a Charlie Brown cartoon, than the esteemed doctor she is. She leans back in her chair. “Before you make your final decision to have the test, you need to think about how these results may affect your mental health. Depending on your results, you may experience various emotions.” Her voice softens. “For example, if your test comes back negative, you may feel terribly guilty that you don’t carry the gene that your mother had and grandmother may have had. Emotions surrounding these results can be a strange and unpredictable beast. But we’ll be here with you to help you navigate your way.” We spend a significant amount of time discussing the pros and cons of going through the testing procedure.

      I nod, trying to absorb all of the information.

      “I want to be clear … if your test does come back positive, you do have options.”

      Dad reaches across and takes my hand, offering his silent support to me. I’ve asked him what he thinks I should do, but he’s leaving the decision entirely up to me. “And if it comes back positive?” I swallow hard. “Is the recommendation to remove my breasts and ovaries straight away?”

      “Not necessarily. And all of those decisions are entirely up to you. You can opt to begin annual breast screening from this point forward to keep an eye on your breasts. In terms of precautions against ovarian cancer, there are several things you can put in place there.” She looks at Dad, giving him a soft smile. “I can take your blood today, or you can think about it some more and make another appointment. It’s entirely up to you.”

      I look at Dad, hoping he’ll give me some indication of what he wants me to do. “It’s up to you, Munchkin. You have to do what’s right for you. No one can make this decision on your behalf.”

      “I think I should get it done. It’s going to always be on my mind. At least this way I’ll have an answer and can make decisions based on the results.”

      Dad’s shoulders drop, the relief of my decision written all over his face. “You wanted me to have the test?” I ask.

      “Yeah, I did. But I wanted you to make the decision. I didn’t want you to do it for me. I wanted you to do what was right for you.” I lean across squeezing him tight. He’s never swayed my decisions and I know there have been times when he hasn’t necessarily agreed with some of them.

      I look back at the doctor. “Okay. Let’s do this.” May as well get it over and done with so I can move forward with my life.

      “Good. I think you’ve made the right choice.” She stands, moving across to the cupboards at the side of the room, where she collects vials, a needle, and several other items. “Come and sit over in this chair, please.”

      I stand on shaky legs and take a seat. Dr. Starling sets about drawing numerous vials of blood. “We will be studying your DNA for BRCA1 and BRCA2, as well as their associated genes in your bloodwork.” The blood slows as it fills the final vial, so she carefully removes the needle, placing cotton over the site. “Can you please hold this in place?”

      I take over holding the cotton. “Sure.”

      While I keep pressure on the cotton, Dr. Starling records my information on the vials of my blood. “It’ll take a few weeks before we have the results. Then I’ll ask that you come back and we’ll discuss what the investigation discovers and the steps we can take moving forward. How does that sound?” She gives me a compassionate smile.

      “Okay. So, do I make the appointment today, or do I wait until I get the results?” I ask.

      “We can make an appointment in four weeks to allow for any delays. You can do that at the front desk on your way out.” She removes the cotton and replaces it with a band-aid.

      “Thanks, Dr. Starling.” I stand from the chair and grab my purse.

      Dad joins me, shaking the doctor’s hand. “Thank you. We’ll see you in four weeks.”

      “Yes, you will.” She looks at me. “Try to put this out of your mind. There is nothing you can do while you wait for the results and if you worry too much, you put your body under stress. Stress doesn’t help anyone. Okay?”

      “I’ll do my best, but I can’t make any promises.” My voice comes out shaky, my nerves getting the better of me.

      “That’s fine. See you in four weeks, Kennedy. Bye.”

      “Bye.”

      Dad and I make our way to the front desk so I can make my follow-up appointment. As we step outside of the air-conditioned office, the heat from the pavement assaults us.

      Dad wraps his arm around my shoulder, pulling me in close before landing a kiss on the top of my head. “How about a milkshake?” He raises his eyebrows as he waits for my answer.

      “That’d be perfect. Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      I look up at him. “No. I mean thanks for coming with me today. Having you there made it a little easier.” The salt and pepper in his thick hair and scattered through his beard make him look wise and distinguished.

      “Kenny. You never need to thank me for being where you are. It’s been my honor, every single day, to be part of your life. To watch you grow into the lovely young woman you are.” I squeeze him extra tight, to match the tightness in my chest at his words.
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      Stepping inside Coffee and Cookies, there have been several changes since the last time we were here, but it still feels familiar and comforting. Dad and I used to come here regularly after school for milkshakes and cookies. He always seemed to know when I needed to talk—just like today.

      “The usual?” he asks as he steps toward the counter. I nod as I head straight for our usual booth near the window.

      He slides into the booth opposite me and we both sit for a few minutes, watching people walk by outside. A young teenage waitress delivers our order to the table with a perky smile, she must be around fifteen if I were to guess. Dad and I both take a sip of our matching chocolate milkshakes. He takes a huge bite of his muffin, while I nibble my cookie. I have so much going around in my head, I don’t know where to start.

      “I was scared when I decided to have the testing done. I had never considered that men could get breast cancer. The idea that I had a greater possibility of getting any type of cancer really made me stop and think.” He swallows, looking out of the window to the people on the street. “I felt incredibly guilty when my test came back negative. It should have been me, not your mom. I didn’t have anyone and she … she had you. If anyone should have had the gene and ultimately lost the battle with cancer, it should have been me,” he whispers.

      I refuse to agree with him. I would have loved to have my mother still here. It’s something I’ve wished for every single day of my life, but I wouldn’t want to give up my time with him. “No.” My voice comes out firm and strong, surprising even me. “Do I wish I hadn’t lost Mom? Absolutely. I’d give anything to still have her here. But not at the expense of you.” I reach across, wrapping my fingers around his forearm. “I wish cancer had never touched anyone in our family and I truly hope we’ve seen the last of it. Our family has already lost enough. We don’t deserve to lose any more.”

      Quiet descends on us again for long moments as I digest what Dad said, my cookie becoming a mess of crumbs and chunks on my plate.

      Dad reaches across the table, taking my hand in his, providing me with an anchor. “Talk to me, Munchkin. Let’s work through some of the stuff going around in that head of yours.”

      I release a heavy breath, my shoulders dropping. “What if I can never have children? I always imagined myself with a couple of kids. If my tests come back positive, I want to have everything that could put me at risk removed from my body as soon as possible.”

      Dad’s eyes become glassy as he gives me a sad smile. “Dr. Starling will help you make a plan if your test comes back positive. Mom and I will support you through any decisions you make, but there will always be a way for you to become a mother. It may not be conventional, but there are ways.” He shrugs. “Whatever the result, we can work through it. The main thing is that we still have you, Kennedy.” He rises from his side of the booth, coming around to mine. Sliding in, he wraps his arm around me, pulling me in tight. He kisses the top of my head and we sit quietly absorbing each other’s love.

      “Thanks, Dad. I guess I have to wait. Once I have the results, it’ll be time to make some tough decisions.” I shrug. “I need to try to put it out of my mind until then.”

      “It won’t be easy to do, but I think you’ll have a better chance if you keep yourself busy.” He takes a drink of his milkshake. “What have you got going on at the moment?”

      “I have summer exams coming up and I’m helping my manager with a new project at work.” I still can’t believe I managed to secure an internship at one of the most prestigious interior design companies in the state before I even finish my degree.

      We finish up, me scraping together the crumbs on my plate, before heading home.
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      Sitting on the back deck, I contemplate what my future may look like, jotting down my thoughts. The first thing I’ll need to do is have my breasts removed. That’s a given. I circle it several times on my list of decisions to make.

      The scraping of the chair next to mine drags me from my planning.

      “How did your appointment go today?” Lachlan asks as he sits on the chair next to me.

      I shrug. “I decided to go ahead with the test. I need to know so I can make a plan to mitigate any risk.”

      He studies me closely, then looks down at my notebook. “Why are you sitting here making notes? You can’t make plans until you have the results.”

      “I know, but I want to be prepared.” I look down at my breasts. They’re not overly large, but they make me feel feminine.

      “I think you are planning prematurely, Kenny. You should wait for the results.” Always the logical one.

      “What if I have to remove my breasts? They’re what make me feel like a girl. I need to get myself used to the idea.”

      He looks at me as though I’m crazy, the skin between his eyebrows adorably crinkled. “Breasts don’t make you a girl, Kenny. It’s the estrogen and progesterone in your body that makes you feminine.”

      I huff out a laugh. Trust Lachlan to give me the facts. “I know.”

      “Besides, Mom still looks like a girl and she had her breasts removed.” True.

      “Maybe I should speak with her about that side of things?”

      “I think that’s a good idea. But I also think you are looking at the worst-case scenario, which isn’t like you. Maybe wait for the results before you start planning surgeries which may not be necessary.”

      I use my toe to push at his thigh. “You’re so wise, big brother.”

      His lips lift at my compliment. “Make sure you remember that.”

      I chuckle again. “Thanks.”

      He looks across at me, studying me like I’m a puzzle. “What for?”

      “For reminding me that I’m not the girl who thinks of the worst-case scenario. For making me laugh a little.”

      “You’re welcome.”
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      I walk into Dr. Starling’s office with Mom on one side of me and Dad on the other. Today, I’ll learn my fate. It’s fitting that on the anniversary of my mother’s death, I’ll find out what my future holds.

      I’m struggling to fill my lungs with air as I take one step after another. As much as I’ve tried over the last four weeks to put these results out of my mind, it was impossible. I announce myself to the receptionist and we take a seat together in the waiting room. It’s hard to sit still or keep focused on anything in particular. My stomach’s rolling—has been for days.

      Mom leans in close as we sit. “No matter what the doctor says, we’re here to support you. Remember that. You’re not going through this alone. Okay?”

      I try to smile, but I can’t do it. “I know.”

      Silence falls around us and as I look around the waiting room, I wonder if the other people here are waiting for their results, too.

      “Kennedy Drivas.” Dr. Starling gives me a warm smile.

      I swallow down the excess saliva in my mouth, wiping my sweaty palms on my jeans as I stand. I have to pull them up slightly because they’ve become loose with my lack of appetite. My heart’s pounding as my shaky legs carry me forward. I can’t help but compare this walk to one an inmate might make on the way to the gallows. The news I receive today is going to be life-changing.

      I can feel it.

      Mom takes my hand, squeezing it as we step forward, Dad joining us. “Dr. Starling.”

      “Hi, Kenny. Please come through.”

      We follow her down the same short hallway to her office. Filing into the stylishly decorated room, each of us takes a seat opposite her desk. It seems to take Dr. Starling an age to get comfortable and shuffle the papers she has on her desk to her liking. Is it just me or does she seem to be dawdling? She looks at each of us in turn. “Hello again, Emma. It’s lovely to see you.”

      “Nice to see you too, Doctor.” I hope they’re not planning on having a long reunion.

      She turns her gaze to me, a smile slowly forming on her lips. “How have you managed this past month, Kenny?”

      Twisting my hands together in my lap, I try to string together enough words to make a sentence. “It’s been … difficult.”

      She gives me a sad smile and my heart sinks to my feet. The look on her face telegraphs what I’ve been dreading. Why won’t she just come out and tell me the results? The longer she takes, the more dread fills every inch of my body, from my toes all the way up to my head. She shuffles the papers on her desk some more, then looks from Dad to Mom to me. Her eyes light up and her lips spread, making her look younger. “Kennedy.”

      I roll the saliva around in my mouth before swallowing shakily. “Y-yes?”

      “I have your results here.” I nod. God, just tell me already. “They came back negative.”

      Oh, God!

      This must be so hard for Dad to hear. To know that I’m probably going to follow in Mom and Yaya’s footsteps. Dad and Mom jump up out of their chairs, pulling me up with them. Wide smiles fill their faces as they wrap me in their embrace.

      Wait … why are they smiling? This is not the reaction I was expecting. I thought this would be a somber moment. Learning that I had the gene. I expected tears, not joy.

      “Why aren’t you happy?” Mom asks, realizing I’m not joining in with their celebration.

      The emotions and tears which have been building for weeks break free, streaming over my bottom lashes, making their way down my cheeks, and dripping from my chin. Dad pulls me in tight, holding the back of my head as he sways our bodies from side to side.

      “Shhh, Kenny. It’s going to be okay. You’re okay.” I’m glad he’s holding me up because my legs feel as though they’re going to give out on me any minute.

      Mom comes in behind me, rubbing her hand up and down my back in a calming motion. “Did you hear what Dr. Starling said?” I nod my head because words won’t come. “Are you sure you actually heard and understood what she said?”

      Turning my head to the side, I look at Mom. The creases between her brows show her concern for me. “You don’t have the gene, Kenny. Did you hear that? You don’t have it.”

      Wait. What?

      I pull back from Dad. “What?”

      Dr. Starling nods, her lips spread wide. “You don’t have the gene, Kennedy. Your risk of developing breast cancer over your lifetime is the same as anyone else.”

      Looking between Mom and Dad, the doctor’s words finally sink in. “I don’t have it?”

      “That’s correct.” She steps out from behind her desk, coming around to join us. “You don’t have the BRCA1 or BRCA2 genes or any of the associated genes.”

      “Really?” My body sags. The utter and immediate relief is overwhelming and I’m suddenly exhausted. I sink into my chair and release a heavy breath. A breath filled with the angst and worry of the last few weeks. With each breath, I feel lighter, less burdened but equally guilty. Grateful that I’ve escaped the same fate as my mother. Guilty that I’ve escaped that fate.

      Dad has always been able to read me so easily. “Stop those thoughts, Kenny. Your mother and Yaya would be incredibly happy that your results came back negative. It’s exactly the result they would have wanted. Remember that.”

      I swallow down my emotions and give him a nod. Finally, a smile breaches my lips and I feel it’s okay to celebrate. “I’m negative!”

      Mom wraps her arm around my shoulders, pulling me in close. “This is the best news, Kenny. I’m so relieved and happy for you.” She kisses my temple.

      Wrapping my arm around her, I return her squeeze. “Thank you. Thank you for being here with me.”

      “I wouldn’t be anywhere else. Ever.” She pulls away, allowing Dad to move in. Wrapping both of his strong arms around me, he pulls me in tight, lifting me off of my feet.

      “We need to celebrate!” He turns to Dr. Starling. “Thank you, Doctor.”

      She chuckles at Dad’s excitement. “I didn’t do anything. I just delivered the good news.”

      “So, is that it? I don’t have to do anything else or be extra vigilant?”

      “Nope. We consider you to have the same chance as any other woman of developing breast cancer. So, it’s not zero. Around nine percent of women develop breast cancer at some point in their life. You still need to have regular checks, just like everyone else. Eat a healthy diet and look after yourself.” She pats my arm. “I’m so happy to have been able to deliver such positive news for you, Kennedy.”

      I release a relieved breath. “Me, too. Doctor. Me, too. Thank you so much.”

      We say our goodbyes and head out into the sunshine. Tilting my head back, my face to the fluffy clouds, I close my eyes and smile for the first time in weeks. I feel lighter all the way to my soul and it’s a wonderful feeling. Now to move forward with my life.
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        Wondering about Max’s story?

        Keep reading!
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        Wondering about Kate’s story?

        Keep reading!
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      The gray sky matches my current mood as I stand over the matching coffins being lowered into the icy ground side by side by side, the clay soil a stark contrast to the dirty snow. I can’t believe they’re all gone—just like that. Wrapping my arms tightly around my middle, I give myself the only comfort I can at this point. I have to be strong. I’m all I have left in this world.

      As the service concludes, the few family friends we have—or is it had?—file past me, hugging me, giving me their condolences. It’s okay for them, they’ll go home, and their life will continue as normal. Sure, they’ll miss Mom, Jack, and Ethan at social events, but my loss will affect me every single moment of every single day.

      At twenty-six years of age, I’m an orphan.

      Mom won’t see her forty-fifth birthday. Jack won’t ever share the crazy advertisements he finds in the newspaper or online with me, and Ethan will forever be thirteen years old.

      I draw in a deep breath and then release a heavy sigh as yet more tears track down my cheeks. I didn’t think I’d have any more tears left at this point. All I’ve done is cry since the police knocked on my door late that night, fourteen days ago. They said my family’s car veered into the path of an oncoming truck and the coroner since found that Jack had suffered a heart attack at the wheel. It must have happened on the way home from checking out the Christmas lights. It was the first year I hadn’t gone with them because I was volunteering at the shelter. I still don’t understand. The guy was a fitness freak. He couldn’t afford a gym membership, which meant he would run daily and use stuff around their trailer to keep in shape.

      Trudging away from my family’s ultimate resting place, I glance over my shoulder one last time. Everyone left as soon as the service was over, leaving me to my solitary grief.

      Solitary.

      Now there’s a word for me, one I guess I’ll have to get used to. Peering around the empty graveyard, I shiver. I’m not sure how long I was standing on my own, lost in my head. But it was long enough for a chill to seep through to my bones. I’m going to need to clear out their trailer, but I can’t go there today. I’m too raw, too exposed, too shattered.
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      Pulling up in front of Mom and Jack’s trailer I pause, my eyes scanning the outside. Even though they didn’t have a lot, they always looked after their trailer. Mom believed you should always have pride in your home, no matter what type of home it was. Hell, she was grateful to have a home, as was I.

      I can’t believe that when I walk inside, it will be empty. Mom won’t be baking chocolate chip muffins in the oven and Jack won’t be pouring over the newspaper. Ethan won’t have one leg slung over the arm of the couch as he watches cartoons, his bangs falling in his eyes. There’ll be no more tight hugs, making me feel as though I’m the most important person in the world to the inhabitants.

      I exit my car, full of dread. As I close the door, I catch sight of Ron, the park manager, striding toward me. He waves wildly in my direction as his steps hasten, bringing him right into my personal space. His eyes trail my body from the top of my head to the tips of my toes, pausing on my breasts and legs. Ron’s always been a bit … I don’t know … weird, I guess. He doesn’t seem to understand personal boundaries and can be rather inappropriate. I’ve always felt uncomfortable whenever he’s around.

      “Hi, Molly. It’s just tragic what happened to Nicole, Jack, and Ethan.” The upbeat tone of his voice doesn’t match his words and before I can say anything, he continues. “Any idea when you’ll have the trailer cleaned out? I’ve got a waitlist of prospective tenants, and well, they only paid until the end of December and it’s January eighth now, sooooo?” He leaves his statement hanging and all I can do is blink at him. “You know, I don’t wanna be a dick or anything, but you know …” He shrugs. “It’s business. You know.”

      As he stands looking at me with wide eyes, I realize he’s waiting for an answer. “Uh, I’m here to sort through their things today. They don’t have all that much. I can possibly have it all done by tomorrow night?” My last sentence comes out more like a question than a statement. I guess I can understand it from his side. The trailer is sitting unoccupied and not earning him any money. But he’s speaking about my family as though it doesn’t matter that they’re no longer here. I hitch my thumb over my shoulder. “I’d better get started then.” He nods, obviously happy with my answer, and then heads back the way he came.

      It takes a bit of jiggling to get the key to slide into the lock, but I finally get the latch to release. When the door opens, I’m overwhelmed by the musty smell. I haven’t been here since the day I had to collect an outfit for each member of my family to be buried in. The place is compact: two bedrooms; one bathroom, complete with a toilet; and the open plan living, dining, and kitchen. It’s slightly larger than the one-bedroom apartment I live in not that far from here. I open the curtains and the dull light of winter makes its way into the room, highlighting the disturbed dust motes floating in the air.

      With a heavy heart, I start in Ethan’s room, making piles to keep, trash, and donate. I’ll probably take the donations to the shelter I volunteer at. Often, women have to escape a shitty situation in a hurry and don’t have time to pack, leaving with little to nothing but the clothes on her and her children’s backs. As I move the last of his clothes out of the drawers, my fingers scrape across a scrapbook. A smile touches my lips unbidden at the memories flooding me. Dropping to my butt, I flip open the cover and run my finger over the lines on the page. Ethan loved to sketch muscle cars. Jack taught us both how to draw and while I’ll draw whatever takes my fancy around me, Ethan was one hundred percent dedicated to drawing the great American muscle car. Page after page of sketches, gradually improving in skill and detail as he became more competent. Closing the last page, I hold it to my chest, deciding I’ll keep it as a little piece of Ethan. I take it out to my car and place it on the passenger seat, then collect the boxes I brought with me and head back inside.

      Throughout the weekend, I work like a Trojan, only stopping to eat the meager supply of snacks I brought with me. Memories trap me as I come across photo albums, scrapbooks, and special treasures that remind me of what I’ve lost. Mom was never just my mom. She was my best friend. She was only eighteen when she had me, and we spent the first eleven years of my life living in her car and occasionally staying in women’s shelters. Our bond was unbreakable and now she’s gone. An unbidden loud sob breaks the silence at the thought of never speaking with her again, never hearing her voice, or experiencing her hugs. I tilt my head up toward the ceiling, asking whatever force, why? It’s not like we had a lot, only each other. Why take that away from me? I’m not sure I’ll ever make sense of such a loss.

      Darkness infiltrates the trailer, so I check the time. It’s only five, but the storm rolling in has made it feel much later in the day. Looking around the space, I’m satisfied with what I’ve accomplished and decide to load as much as I can into my car to take to the shelter before it starts to rain, making sure I set the items I want to keep in a separate space. I don’t want to get them mixed up. I’m not sure what to do with the furniture. There isn’t much, only the basics. Mom and Jack never had a lot of money left over after paying all the bills and ensuring Ethan and I had everything we needed. They were never about collecting material stuff. It was more important to give us their time and love, to put nutritious food on the table, and to make sure we were happy and well cared for.

      Loading the last bag into the back of my car, I give it a shove so I can close the door. I turn away from my car and Ron’s right there, in my space, wearing the same clothes he had on yesterday.

      “Just the person I needed to see.” He claps his hands together, his smile stretching from ear to ear. “You nearly done? I’ve got a woman coming through in about ten minutes to look at the place.”

      Dumbfounded is the only word I can think of to describe how I feel about Ron and his enthusiasm. “Uh … uhm.” I wrap my arms around my body to keep myself standing. Once I walk away from here, I won’t ever be coming back. It will be final. I turn, my eyes canvassing the trailer, taking in every inch; the cute hanging baskets, the plastic table and chair set, and the neat curtains hanging over each window. “I’ve just finished, Ron. The only thing left is the furniture, and I’m not sure what to do with it.”

      He tucks his thumbs in the top of his jeans and rocks back on his heels, his smile returning to his face. “That can stay. No problem. I’ll be able to charge more for a furnished trailer.” My head spins at his lack of empathy for the situation.

      “Uh, hello!” A young woman, maybe eighteen at the most, holding the hand of a little boy, calls out, interrupting our conversation.

      Ron steps away from me immediately and heads toward the woman, his hand outstretched in welcome. “Hi. Mia?”

      “Yes. Ron?”

      “That’s me.” He turns toward me. “Thanks, Molly. You can go now.”

      My head flies back as though he slapped me. His dismissal is abrupt, and I don’t know why, but it was also unexpected. Speechless, I climb into my car and drive out of the trailer park for what I know will be the last time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            –max–

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “Maaaax, phone for you!” Emma’s voice startles me out from beneath the car I’m working on. Did I forget she was bringing the boys over this morning?

      As I stand to my full height, I stretch out my back and stride toward my small office. I barely spend time here, choosing to do most of my paperwork at home. At the end of the day, I usually take whatever paperwork I need to complete home, then bring it back with me in the morning. I even bought a cheap laptop to make things easier to transport. My sister hands the phone to me, studying me from the top of my head to the tips of my steel cap work boots.

      “Hello, Stanfield Auto Repairs, Max speaking.”

      “Hi, Max. I’m having car trouble again. Would I be able to trouble you to look at the old girl for me?”

      “No problem, Mr. McNally. Would this afternoon be okay? Around three?”

      “Perfect. Thanks, Max. I knew you wouldn’t let me down.”

      “See you then.”

      “Great. See you at three. Bring your appetite. Jean will make you a snack.” Oh yeah, Jean knows how to bake. This is my lucky day.

      I laugh. “I definitely will.” Ending the call, I glance at my sister, then around the small room. The boys are nowhere in sight. “Where’re the boys?”

      “Hanging out with Theo. I had to get some supplies for work and was passing by.” She hands me a takeaway coffee. “I thought I’d stop in and have a quick coffee with my little brother.”

      I scoff. “Little brother!” I may be younger than her, but at six-foot-three inches, I tower over her five-foot-seven frame. I take the coffee from her, grateful for the warm beverage. Wrapping my hands around the paper cup, I take a sip and sigh with gratitude. “Thanks, Em.” Leaning forward, I kiss her cheek in welcome. “Good to see you. How are the boys, and Kenny and Theo?”

      She makes herself comfortable on my lone desk, her smile broadens, and a twinkle lightens her eyes. I’ve never seen my sister this happy. Theo and Kenny have been a great addition to Emma’s family, and to our family. “They’re great. They love hanging out with Theo and Kenny. Though, if Austin knew I was here, he’d be mad that I didn’t bring him along.” She chuckles.

      “You should drop him over one afternoon. He can hang out here with me.”

      “You have enough going on. You don’t need to be watching Austin when you have so much work to do. Speaking about how much work you have to do. When are you going to hire someone to help you with the office stuff?” she asks, as she studies the piles of papers on the corner of my desk.

      I shrug. My family has been nagging me for ages to employ some staff, and while I could comfortably afford to pay some part-time wages, I don’t have the time it would take to teach someone the job. It’s a double-edged sword because I could use the help. It would free up my evenings and possibly give me some free time to … I don’t know … maybe date. After seeing Emma find her happiness, I’ve realized how lonely I am and I want some of what she has. I want a family of my own. I take another sip of my coffee to delay my response.

      Emma slides off of my desk and steps forward. She rests her hand on my forearm and tilts her head up. “We’re worried about you, Max. You work too hard; you need to free up some of your time.”

      Sighing, I drop my voice. “I know. I just don’t have the time to train new staff. Ya know?”

      Her eyes soften and she gives me a small smile. “A little time upfront could save you a lot of time down the line. Think about it. Okay?”

      I nod. “I have thought about it and I’ll think about it some more. Promise.” I finish with a smile to let her know I appreciate her concern.

      “I’ll leave you to your day in peace. See you at Mom and Dad’s tomorrow?”

      “Definitely. I wouldn’t miss seeing my favorite people.” I bend down to kiss my sister goodbye, careful to keep my greasy hands and body away from hers. “Thanks for stopping by, Em. Say hi to the family for me.”

      “I will.” I follow her out to her car and watch her drive away. To her family. Something I don’t think I’ll have any time soon. Heading back inside the workshop, I mentally calculate how much longer I need on the job I’m working on, to ensure I leave on time for my house call this afternoon. I definitely need to consider hiring an office manager.
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      Aaron’s hand lands heavily on my sweaty back as I bend over at the waist, trying to catch my breath. I’m getting too old for this shit. Not that thirty-six is old.

      “You okay, old man?” he snickers.

      “Fuck off. You’re six months older than me. Cut the ‘old man’ bullshit!” I stand to my full height, pushing him away playfully.

      “You coming for a beer?”

      “Yep. I’ll meet you guys there.” He heads off with Lincoln. They share a place, so it makes sense for them to share a ride to our pseudo-soccer matches. Lincoln’s covered in tattoos and looks like he belongs in a biker club, but he’s a decent guy who does beautiful tattoo work.

      Turning around, I spot Gary walking toward me and I raise my chin. “Good game. You coming for a beer tonight?”

      “Nah. Layla’s sick. I need to get home. Maybe next week.”

      “Sure, man. Take good care of your girl.” She’s been sick a lot lately. I hope it’s nothing too serious.

      “I will. See ya next week.” He jogs off toward his car and quickly climbs inside.

      I think I’d prefer to be going home to a sick wife—well … not a sick wife, but a wife—rather than going to Brady’s for beer and pizza. I thought I would be married by now, but I wasted a lot of years with Mona. When I think back now, I don’t know what I ever saw in her. Sure, she was beautiful, but she was fucking shallow and superficial, not to mention rude as fuck to my family. I would always bite my tongue in front of my family so I didn’t embarrass Mona, but when we got in the car, I would let her know I wasn’t happy with her behavior. She’d always pout and start fake crying, apologizing profusely and promising to do better next time. Her behavior never improved. After the way she carried on about me wanting to help Emma during her cancer treatment, I couldn’t take it any longer. My family was, is, more important to me than getting laid on the regular.

      The bar’s packed. It’s always packed. And loud. When did this place get so fucking popular? We’ve been coming here for years. Back when the general population considered it a dive. Now every goddamn man and his mate seem to think this is the best place to be. I mean, it is a stellar pub. But c’mon, I just want to go back fifteen years to when it was quieter.

      Fuck, I’m sounding old.

      I spot the guys in our usual booths which Finn always keeps free for us—one benefit of being on his team. I slide in next to Aaron and opposite Finn.

      “Is it busier than usual, or am I getting old?” I ask Finn as I glance around.

      Aaron slides a pint in front of me. “It’s busier than usual.” He nods his head toward the opposite corner. “We have a celebrity here tonight.”

      Looking across the room, I spot Toby Summer. “I restored a car for him a couple of years back. He still brings her in for me to service a few times a year.”

      “Oh yeah? What is it?” Aaron asks.

      “A sixty-seven Chevy Impala soft top. Beautiful car. Looked like brand new when I finished with her.” I remember the expression on Toby’s face when he came to pick her up. He was so fucking in love with that car.

      The guys let out a collective whistle. “Nice.”

      I nod.

      “How’s the Sprint coming along? Surely, you’re nearly done with her.” Aaron asks before taking a long pull of his beer.

      “It’s slow. I don’t get as much time to do the restoration side of the business. Too damn busy doing the auto repair work and office crap. Which is great and all, because that’s what pays my bills, but man, I miss working on my cars.” I sigh into my beer.

      “Perhaps you should consider hiring some staff to take the pressure off. Give you more time for other things.” He motions toward the bar. I glance across to see a group of women, who look to be in their early to mid-twenties, standing in their too-short skirts and too-low tops, reminding me of Mona. Ugh. What the hell was I thinking?

      I dismiss the idea of hooking up with someone so young and return my focus to my table. “You’re not telling me anything my family hasn’t already suggested. Believe me, I’ve thought about it, but I don’t have the fucking time to dedicate to training someone for the job. I’m too busy … maybe when things slow down.” I hedge.

      “Are you an idiot? Things never slow down for you. Your business has only grown busier and busier each year since you opened. You’re a fucking outstanding mechanic and people know they can rely on you and that you won’t rip them off,” Aaron shoots back.

      The guys around the table agree, nodding their heads like old men. “You guys sound like Em. She stopped in on Saturday and gave me the same lecture.”

      Lincoln sits up straighter at the mention of Em’s name. “Yeah? How’s Emma?”

      “Married!” I snap. Fucking asshole knows this already.

      “Still?”

      “Yeah, fucking still. Probably will be for the rest of her life. Can’t see Theo ever walking away from her and the boys.” I smirk at the forlorn expression on Lincoln’s face. He had his chance to make a move while she was single, but never grew the balls to do anything about it. His loss.

      We shoot the shit for a couple of hours, eating pizza and drinking beer. I stop drinking early enough to ensure I’m still under the limit to drive home. It wouldn’t be prudent for me to lose my driver’s license in my line of work—it would cost me my fucking business. A business I’ve worked hard to build since I was twenty-four. There’s no way I want to fuck it up.

      I spot the clock on the wall. Eleven. Nearly closing time. “I’m out. See you guys next Monday.” I rap my knuckles on the table as I stand.

      Everyone waves goodbye around the table, and I make my way to the front door. A few people obviously have the same idea since it’s almost closing time and I bump into a body. Turning my head to apologize, I catch the eyes of Toby. His eyes widen in recognition, a smile spreading his lips.

      “Max. Great to see you, man.” He takes my hand, shaking it with gusto. His bodyguard and friend, Shane, standing right behind him.

      I nod to both of them. “Hey, guys. Great to see you. How’s the car?”

      We step out of the pub, where the cool air smacks me in the face. I pull my jacket around my body, offering a pitiful shield against the icy wind.

      “The car’s incredible. Absolutely incredible. Drives like a dream.”

      “Good, that’s great.”

      “Actually, she’s due for a service. When can I bring her in?”

      I have a lot on my plate at the moment and I’m unsure when I have an available day. “Call me tomorrow when I have my calendar in front of me. You still got my number?”

      “Yeah, sure. Talk tomorrow.”

      “Tomorrow.” I tip my head goodbye and turn to walk in the opposite direction, toward my car.

      Stepping inside my home, I toe off my shoes and throw my keys in the bowl on the hall table. The house is pitch black and silent. Coming from the noisy pub, the quiet seems overwhelming. I don’t bother turning on any lights and make my way to the kitchen for a glass of water before heading to my room. Monday nights are probably the only nights I don’t spend working on my books. The reprieve is welcome as I strip off and fall into bed.
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        Do you want more of Max and Molly’s story?

        You’ll find it here:
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        https://books2read.com/dsj-moonlitkisses
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      [FIFTEEN MONTHS PRIOR]

      “Fuck, this humidity might kill me! Explain to me why I couldn’t send a large donation again this quarter, rather than spend five days in this shitty hell hole?”

      The people here have been great and appreciative of our work, but I don’t like to be away from my business for this length of time. Plus, the humidity and bugs have been driving me to despair. I can barely see a smooth area of skin on my arms and legs from all the fucking bites.

      “I want you to be seen as a compassionate human being, as opposed to the dick people think you are! Plus, you had no choice but to come since I organized this little jaunt behind your back.” Jase claps me on the back, as he smiles and laughs.

      It’s true. Most people think I’m an asshole because I’m solely focused on making my company the best it can be. I don’t dedicate any effort to building relationships with people outside of my business—why bother with people? They hurt you and let you down. My business has never disappointed me, cheated on me, or broken my trust. It makes sense to invest all of my time there. I don’t care that people think I’m an asshole because of that. Being perceived as a dick helps keep people from trying to get close to me—that’s a win in my book. My singular focus has made me successful beyond my expectations and that’s why, at thirty-two, I could retire and play golf for the rest of my days.

      Fuck that, though.

      Besides the fact that I hate golf, I thrive on the excitement of closing multi-million dollar deals for my clients—it makes waking up in the morning worth my while.

      “C’mon Olly, you only have another twenty-four hours to play nice with others, then you can go back to living your lonely life far above the rest of us mere peasants. You can do it, man!”

      “My life isn’t lonely. I have plenty of willing women lining up to keep me company,” I scoff. “Can you say the same?”

      “Nope. Can’t say that I do.” He shakes his head in disappointment. “I spend my time with family and friends because I don’t want ‘plenty of women’; I want that one special lady.” He actually holds his hand over his heart and looks off into space when he says, ‘that one special lady.’ What a sap. He’s naïve if he believes in that happily ever after bullshit.

      “Ah yes, that elusive ‘special lady.’ Don’t go down that path man, you’ll only end up broken-hearted and destroyed.”

      Been there, done that. I thought I’d found that ‘special lady’—turned out she only wanted my money and the social status that came with dating me. When someone higher up the corporate ladder came along, she ditched me real quick. I won’t be making that fucking mistake ever again. The women I see agree to my terms, which satisfies my needs and keeps them at the distance all women should be kept. They know it’s only a physical arrangement most of the time. Occasionally, I’ll invite a woman to attend a business function with me, which also benefits her by increasing her public profile.

      “Whatever, Olly. Not all women are heartless bitches.”

      Yeah, I’ve heard that before, too. This is a regular discussion for us. He’s still single and I’m still safe.
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      It’s finally time to shower and get some food after working another ten-hour day. The extreme heat and humidity is sucking the life right out of my body. Even though I honestly didn’t want to come here, I have a sense of satisfaction seeing our hard work coming to fruition. It feels fucking fantastic to know I helped build a school, with my bare hands, for this underprivileged community. That I’ve contributed to helping make a kid’s future better. With an education, who knows where life will take them? That’s a fucking unbelievable thought. I’ll never admit it to Jase, though. I don’t want to give him the satisfaction of thinking he made the right call—it would go to his head.

      I know school saved my life. It was my one constant. The one thing I could focus on and pour my energy into. My singular focus on doing my best in school led to my eventual success and earned me the scholarship I desperately needed to get into college so I could follow my dream. Without school to focus my energy, I don’t know where I’d be today.

      According to Bob and Ella, the couple who birthed the idea of this project, a couple of volunteer teachers from the States will arrive tomorrow. Apparently, one of them has won a ton of awards in her field and will work with the local teachers to help them establish a suitable curriculum for elementary-aged students; while the second teacher will help establish the curriculum for the middle and senior students. Which is why we need to complete the building tomorrow. There isn’t much left to do. We should finish the construction by tomorrow afternoon, then we’ll head back to our real lives tomorrow night. It’s been fucking exhausting working on this project and keeping on top of everything back home. For now, I’ll enjoy a cold beer while I catch up on work emails. Then I need to get a decent night’s sleep, ready to start all over again at the ass crack of dawn tomorrow.
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      “Pass me those nails, man.”

      “How about a ‘please’? Pass me those nails, please?” Jase calls out over his shoulder with a smile on his face. I’m not sure how I’ve worked with him these past five years, since he’s such a sarcastic bastard. Luckily for him, he’s the best assistant I’ve ever had, and I don’t have to worry about offending him. He’s easy-going, efficient, organized, wicked smart, and manages to keep up with me, if not occasionally knowing what I need before I do. I’d never tell him that.

      “Pass the fucking nails! I’m nearly done with this window.”

      “Sure thing, boss. Here ya go. It would be nice if you said ‘please’ occasionally.”

      “Hey, less of the boss thing. You know I don’t want anyone else here knowing who I really am. It’s bad enough that Bob and Ella know. I only agreed to do this if we kept it on the down-low. Unlike you, I don’t care if everyone thinks I’m an asshole. The only thing that matters is taking people’s investments and making them a shit ton of money.”

      “I get where you’re coming from, even though I think you’re wrong. You pay me the big bucks to watch out for you. Remember?”

      Turning to take the nails from Jase, I spot a striking woman walking toward us with a duffle on wheels. She’s genuinely struggling with it on the uneven terrain and if I weren’t struck dumb, I’d offer to help. She’s wearing tiny denim shorts, showing off a stunning set of shapely legs that end in a pair of battered red Converse. Raising my eyes to skim the rest of her exquisite body, I see she’s wearing a tank, which shows the ideal amount of cleavage.

      Woah! If I can see the tops of those sensational tits, that means every other asshole can, too.

      I scan the area, noticing she’s garnered quite a bit of attention, which I’m not happy about, from the other men working on site. Her fiery red hair, tied in some sort of intricate braid, has fallen over her shoulder. I don’t think I’ve ever seen hair that color before; it’s like the sunset at the end of a scorching hot day. Even though she’s finding it tough to maneuver her duffle, she has the biggest smile and her big blue eyes are sparkling like some kind of fairytale princess.

      She’s like sunshine streaming through gloomy gray clouds.

      No wonder every guy in a five-mile radius is checking her out. She’s the quintessential girl next door, except she’s stunning.

      “Put your tongue back in your mouth, boss! You’re making a scene.” Jase points out with a laugh.

      Shit, I didn’t realize I’d been staring at the woman. “Fuck off.”

      Jase moves toward her, helping with her duffle and situating it on the veranda.

      She stops right in front of us as I’m glaring at Jase and gives us an award-winning smile. “Hey there! I’m pretty sure I’m in the right place. I’m supposed to meet Bob and Ella at one, but I think I’m a bit early. Are they around?” She looks around expectantly as if they’re going to walk out of the building at any second. “Oh sorry, I’m excited and forgot my manners. My name’s Kate.”

      She’s obviously nervous because all of that comes out in a rush. Her nose, dotted with freckles, scrunches up as she thrusts out her delicate hand for me to shake, but Jase steps in before me, greeting her with a friendly smile—asshole. I scowl at him, but he ignores me, moving into her space.

      “Hey, nice to meet you, Kate,” he raises his chin, giving her a friendly smile. “Bob and Ella stepped away for a bit, but they’ll be back shortly. I’m Jase, and this is Oliver.”

      He’s so damn polite, making me appear more of an asshole because I haven’t said a word.

      “Hi, nice to meet you guys. How long have you been working on the construction? I’m excited to start and can’t wait to see what I’ll be working with. This is such an incredible opportunity.”

      She’s almost bouncing on her toes. Far too sweet for the likes of my cynical ass, but I’ll be damned if I can stop thinking about getting my hands and mouth on her sweet body.

      “Are you one of the teachers who’ll be working with the local staff to help them set up?” I finally ask as I step into her space, forcing Jase back a step.

      “I sure am! I’m a kindergarten teacher back home. I’m spending part of my summer break here to help Bob and Ella get the elementary part of the school established. It’s going to differ vastly from anything I’ve ever done before, but I love a challenge and you know, kids are kids, no matter where they live,” she says with a shrug.

      Yep, sweet as honey, this one. I wonder if she tastes as sweet?

      “How long have you guys been here?”

      “Jase and I have been here for five days. We’re on our way home late tonight. We need to return to the real world and our actual jobs.” But damn, I wish I were staying longer, so I could see this woman naked. To pull that long, fiery-colored braid of hers back, allowing me to lick up her slender neck, trail my hands along all that smooth ivory skin encasing those shapely legs which I could wrap around—

      “Oh yeah. What do you guys do for work? Are you in construction back home?”

      Her question jolts me from my thoughts of having her for a night and drags me back into the conversation.

      “I work for this—” Jase starts, pointing towards me.

      “Nope. We work in corporate investments.” I cut Jase off before he opens his big mouth and outs me as his boss. He looks at me as if I’ve lost my mind.

      He knew the deal.

      “Oh wow. I bet this was quite an experience for the two of you.”

      Her eyes keep wandering down my body. I took off my shirt because it’s fucking hot. I work hard for my body; I certainly don’t mind that she can’t keep her eyes to herself.

      Jase smirks at me. “Yeah, we’re used to suits and ties and temperature-controlled offices. It’s been a wake-up call. I’m going to appreciate the luxuries of using my own shower, sleeping in a comfortable bed, and not sweating bullets all day.” I hear ya, brother.

      He winks at Kate.

      Fucking winks!

      The bastard thinks he’s so fucking smooth with the ladies.

      She laughs.

      Fucking laughs at him, but she’s still looking at my chest.

      I run my hand down my body to adjust my shorts and sure enough, her eyes follow the path. I haven’t taken my eyes off her and when she finally looks up and notices I’ve caught her ogling me; she swallows hard and blushes.

      Now that’s what I’m talking about! That’s the reaction I want from her. To have a woman look at me like I’m a piece of meat as opposed to a walking credit card is something else. Most women know who I am, which means they only look at me for what I can give them, not for the man I am.

      It’s rather refreshing.
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      Oh my!

      How embarrassing. He caught me ogling his impressive body.

      Wait, is that an eight-pack? Is that even a thing? He’s beautifully defined; he even has that awesome V thing, pointing to the promised land that hot guys have. I thought only guys on the covers of my favorite reading material had that. Oh, and Chris Hemsworth. So hot! And that sexy trail of dark hair leading down into his shorts, like a trail of graham cracker crumbs, guiding me to a house of candy. My thoughts are rambling like crazy. He’s a lot to take in.

      I’ve been here five minutes and I’ve already embarrassed myself. Keep up the good work, Kate! But there’s something about him besides a hot body. He seems very intense, and he gives me the impression that he is laser-focused when he finds something or someone that he wants.

      When I was walking toward the building, I saw these two men working. It was like discovering my very own hot guy club as their muscles pulled and stretched as they hammered and lifted the timber. Both men have the same height and build; one with darker hair, one lighter. The one with lighter hair is, dare I say, almost pretty. But for some unknown reason, my eyes keep moving back to the dark-haired one called Oliver.

      A tall, slim, middle-aged man with weathered skin and a graying ponytail and a stout, but attractive blonde woman with an enormous smile approach from the side of the building, saving me from myself. I’m guessing they might be the people I need to check in with. I’ve been communicating with them via email for the past several months but have never met them in person. Bob and Ella founded the non-profit organization called Schools for Everyone after retiring from teaching. In the past eight years, they’ve helped two other communities like this one. They help to secure funding and volunteers to build schools in remote communities all over the world. They’ll stay with the project until it’s self-sufficient before moving on to their next one. I didn’t want to miss the opportunity to work with such an inspirational couple. Helping them work with this small island community in the middle of the Java Sea is a dream come true.

      “Hey, you must be Kate. I’m Bob and this is Ella. It’s lovely to meet you in person, finally.”

      He steps in for a hug, closely followed by Ella. Oh, I love that. I’m also a hugger. I hear a growl behind me and turn my head. Jase is smiling as he pats Oliver on the back in a reassuring manner. Oliver’s eyebrows slash low over his mesmerizing green eyes while his mouth forms a firm, straight line. He’s scowling at me as if I’ve broken his favorite toy.

      “I see you’ve already met Oliver and Jase.”

      “It’s great to meet you both and yes, we were just introducing ourselves. It looks like they’ve done remarkable work here,” I say as I gesture to the building behind us. “I’m a little early. I was too excited to go to the hotel first. I hope you don’t mind that I asked the driver to bring me straight here from the airport.”

      Ella smiles, taking hold of my hand. “Not at all. We’re grateful you could give up your valuable time to help us with this project. You sounded perfect in your application for this volunteer position. We feel incredibly fortunate to have you onboard.” A blush rises from my chest in response to her words. I hope I don’t disappoint them.

      “How about we show you around and then we’ll deliver you to the hotel to settle in? We can chat about the plan for the coming weeks over drinks,” Bob suggests as he picks up my duffle like it weighs nothing. Ugh, it felt like it weighed a ton to me.

      “That sounds great. I have a rough plan ready for you guys and the local teachers to look at. I can’t wait to get started.” Rubbing my hands together, I turn toward Jase and Oliver. “Bye, Jase. Bye, Oliver. Perhaps I’ll see you later?”

      Oliver observes me as though he’s studying an exhibit. “Doubtful. Once we’ve finished here, we’ll be heading out late tonight.”

      His stare and body language are freaking full-on. I’ve never experienced anything as intense before. I feel as though I’m about to combust from the potency alone and he hasn’t laid a single finger on me.

      “Ohh-kay then. I guess a big thank you is in order for all of your hard work.”

      Leaning in, I give Jase a hug goodbye. Oliver’s watching me like a hawk. Maybe Jase is his boyfriend, and he doesn’t like other people touching him? When I step across to hug Oliver, I’m unsure if it’s such a good idea, but I don’t want to appear rude. I don’t know what it is about him that says, ‘stay away from me’, but draws me to him in equal measure. As I wrap my arms around Oliver’s large body, there’s a shift, something I can’t explain. I realize my mistake instantly. His torso is naked, which means I’m touching his glorious, bronzed skin. He’s so hard and so … male and smells so good and so … male.

      Ugh, Kate. Get it together.

      He takes a few beats to reciprocate the hug, but when he does, his large hands engulf my back. He’s much bigger than I am, but I like it. I love feeling tiny and feminine in his embrace. His body relaxes slightly, and he sucks in a breath.

      Did he smell me?

      As I reluctantly step away, I’m a little dizzy, a little off-balance, and I take a second to get my bearings—wow, he certainly has a powerful effect on me.

      Luckily, he’s leaving today because I don’t need any distractions. It’s important to me to do the best job I can for Bob and Ella, as well as the teachers and children who need this school.
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        * * *

      

      I’m about to leave the hotel bar after my meeting with Bob and Ella when Oliver steps through the double doors. He looks as though he’s had a shower—something I desperately need. He’s looking around the bar as though he’s searching for someone. I scan the room. Maybe he’s looking for his friend, but I didn’t see him here unless he snuck in when I was in the ladies. His eyes eventually land on me and if I’m not mistaken, his posture relaxes somewhat, as if he’s found what he was looking for. He moves forward, making it into my space within five strides.

      “Kate.”

      “Oliver. I didn’t expect to see you here. I thought you were leaving.”

      “We are. Not until later. I thought I’d have a quiet drink before heading to the airport.”

      “Oh, that sounds like a great idea. I’m a nervous flyer, so a drink usually calms me down and stops me from stressing out as the plane takes off from solid ground. I would prefer to travel overseas without leaving the ground.” There I go again, rambling like a complete fool. When will I learn to temper what I say?

      He huffs out a laugh as he places his hands in the pockets of his shorts. Perhaps he doesn’t mind my rambling all that much.

      “That sounds like a fair approach. Would you like to join me for a drink?” He gestures toward the table I was about to leave.

      “Uh, oh.” Well, his invitation is unexpected. I figured he’d be having a drink with his friend. “Uhm. I can keep you company while you wait for Jase.”

      “I’m not waiting for Jase. I was hoping to catch you.”

      Huh! I’m not sure what to make of that. I guess it’s only one drink and he’ll be gone in a few hours. I’ll never have to see him again, which means he won’t become a distraction I don’t need.

      “Uh, sure. That sounds … nice?” My acceptance of his invitation isn’t convincing. He gestures for me to sit. His tanned forearms and the display of sexy veins draw my eyes as he leans on the back of the opposite chair.

      “What would you like to drink?” My eyes snap back up to his. Damn. He caught me staring again.

      I would normally stick to soda because I have an early morning tomorrow, but I think I’ll need something stronger while I’m with Oliver. “Uh, a sweet white wine would be great. Thanks.” I grab my purse to give him some money, but he waves it away, then heads to the bar. He returns with a glass of wine for me and a beer for himself.

      We each take a drink, and the cool liquid soothes my nerves and my dry throat. He takes the opportunity to observe me, making me self-conscious of my messy braid, bare face, and travel-creased clothes. After twenty-four hours of travel, I went straight from the airport to meet Bob and Ella. Plus, I’ve been sitting here for the last three hours, so I’m certain I don’t look or smell very fresh.

      “What made you volunteer to travel halfway around the world to help Bob and Ella build this school?”

      I guess we’re going to skip the usual small talk about the weather. “I’m a teacher back home. My greatest joy comes from helping people, kids in particular. When I saw this opportunity advertised in an education newsletter, I knew I had to apply. Working to build a school from the ground up was a challenge I couldn’t pass up. I knew I had to get involved. There was no other option for me.” I take another large gulp of wine to shut myself up. “How about you? What made you volunteer?”

      He shakes his head. “Not what, but who. Jase signed us onto the project without telling me. He arrived at my place last week, packed my bag, and drove me to the airport—explaining the plan on the way. I was pissed at him at first.” He runs his hands through his thick hair. “I don’t like taking time away from my work, let alone a full week. It took me a few days to calm down enough to realize this is a worthwhile project.” He takes a sip of beer and I watch his Adam’s apple move up and down. “I’m glad he did it now. It’s been genuinely satisfying to watch the structure grow from a pile of materials into useable buildings.” He huffs out a laugh. “Don’t tell him I said that, though. It’ll go to his head.” I laugh with him.

      “Wow. How did he manage to get you off work for a week without you knowing?”

      “I don’t actually know. Sometimes I think that man can work miracles.” He seems to have a great deal of respect for Jase.

      We chat for over an hour and another round of drinks. The day of travel has finally caught up with me and I can’t hold in the yawn that’s been trying to escape for the last twenty minutes.

      “You must be tired. I’ll walk you up to your room. You need to rest and I need to pack, ready for my flight.”

      “Thanks. It was nice to chat with you.”

      “It’s been my pleasure.” He pulls out my chair, guiding me from the bar with his hand resting on the small of my back. The heat and electricity from his barely there contact are completely new to me.

      Stopping at my door, I lean forward to hug Oliver in thanks. He’s quicker to reciprocate this time. It seems as if he squeezes me a little tighter and holds on a little longer, and I definitely hear him take a deep breath close to my hair. Stepping back from his large body, I put some much-needed space between us.

      “Thanks again, Oliver. And thanks for everything you and Jase did for the school.” I tuck my hands in my back pockets, searching for the key to my room. His eyes have dropped to my boobs. Ugh! “Have a safe trip home.”

      “No problem. Good luck with the setup.”

      “Thanks.” I turn to unlock my door, and as I step inside, Oliver stops me with his hand on my forearm. My skin practically sizzles where his calloused hand touches me.

      “Be careful, Kate. Make sure you always keep your door locked. Okay? A striking woman like yourself needs to be careful.” The furrow in his brow tells me he’s deadly serious about my safety.

      “Uh, sure. Thanks again. Bye.” Did he just call me striking? That’s laughable, especially how I look at the moment.

      “Bye.” I watch him turn away, tucking his hands in his shorts as he walks down the passage toward the other end of the hotel.

      Well, that was crazy!
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        Do you want more of Oliver and Kate’s story?

        You’ll find it here:
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        https://books2read.com/dsj-lovingsummer
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        I put together a Pinterest board for Emma and Theo’s story. If you’re interested, you can check it out here:
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        https://tinyurl.com/stolenkisses-pinterest
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        The Summer Twins

        Loving Summer | Kate Summer & Oliver Stone

        Second Chance Summer | Toby Summer & Cassia Phillips

        The Summer Twins | Complete Series

      

      

      
        
        Kisses

        Stolen Kisses | Emma Miller & Theo Drivas

        Moonlit Kisses | Max Stanfield & Molly Lewis

        Unexpected Kisses | Sarah Stanfield & AJ

        Kisses | Complete Series

      

        

      
        Monday Knights | novellas

        Enemy Kisses | Finn Brady & Harriet Dubois

      

        

      
        Everlasting

        Everlasting Love | Shane Sutton & Violet Jamison

      

      

      
        
        Debra has a list of her books available on her website.

        You can find them here:
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        https://debrastjamesbooks.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            connect with debra

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        stalk me

      

      

      
        
        You can stalk me pretty much everywhere!

        https://debrastjamesbooks.com/connect/

      

      

      
        
        How about joining my Facebook group?

        https://www.facebook.com/groups/DebsBibliomaniacs

      

      

      
        
        newsletter

      

      

      Join Debra’s newsletter to receive important updates before anyone else. Newsletters will be sent twice per month unless something really exciting is happening.
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        https://debrastjamesbooks.com/newsletter/
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      A book doesn’t just happen. It’s been hours upon hours spent researching, typing one word after another, creating a sentence, building a paragraph, molding a chapter, and eventually, weaving an entire story.

      I would like to thank Mr. St James and our two sons for their support and patience with me when dinner was late, or I didn’t listen as attentively as I should have, or I didn’t want to leave my cave because I was working on this baby.

      To my beta readers, Kelly, Wendy, Tanya, Julia, and Di, thank you for your invaluable feedback. To my online support network, you were there for me on the days when I doubted myself. Ladies, you know who you are.

      To you, the reader. Thank you for taking a chance on me; for reading my book. I truly do appreciate your time. If you’ve enjoyed reading about Emma and Theo I’d love to hear from you.
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      Debra St James is an author of spicy, slow-burn contemporary romance that features cinnamon roll heroes who listen to their women’s hearts and their words. She takes her time to weave a detailed tapestry of genuine characters, real-life struggles, love, and romance to create engaging stories that will have you so immersed in the story that you’ll never want to leave. Her stories are always guaranteed to take you on an emotional journey that ultimately ends with a HEA!

      Debra loves to read romance. Her family often finds her with her nose stuck in her iPad, swooning over her latest book boyfriend. She writes part-time from her Perth home, which she shares with Mr St James and their two sons, whose antics often make her roll her eyes and laugh in equal measure.

      Writing a novel had never been on her radar. One morning, she was enjoying a coffee by the river and a story sprouted, seemingly from nowhere. At 51, she pulled up the Pages app on her phone and began to type, giving life to her debut, Loving Summer.

      The rest, as they say, is history!
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